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How will a new president affect international business? 
 
Paul Wood, president and chief operating officer for the Americas, examines how 
international business relations could change with a new US president.  
 
The United States is known around the world for its skyscrapers. Now it has a new one: 
incoming President Joe Biden’s in-tray. 
 
The number of issues he now faces and decisions he has to make seem almost 
overwhelming. Anyone entering the White House brings their own political agenda with them, 
but Biden has the additional burden of reversing changes made by Donald Trump’s 
administration. 
 
Initially, he is likely to concentrate on domestic issues, with his number one priority set to be 
uniting the country again following the divisions of the Trump years. However, as a world 
leader, there will also be plenty of foreign policy issues for him to address. 
 
Biden will be acutely conscious that international relationships need to be repaired and, in 
some cases, rekindled. We are likely to see a renewed focus on human rights, tougher action 
against undemocratic regimes and dictators, and a greater degree of respect for countries 
that have few resources and little global power. 
 
The new administration will want America to return to its traditional role as a global leader, 
with less use of belligerent threats and a greater role for diplomacy. It will want to show a 
renewed enthusiasm for global treaties and institutions. 
 
New era, new relations 
 
This will almost certainly mean a new commitment to bodies such as NATO and the World 
Health Organization along with once again signing up to the 2015 Paris Agreement on 
climate change. 
 
One of Biden’s most pressing foreign policy tasks will be to decide how to deal with China. 
He will want to take a lead, working with allies in challenging human rights abuses and 
opposing interventions in areas such as Hong Kong and the South China Sea. Instead of 
tariffs, we are likely to see hard bargaining on trade deals. 
 
Biden is also likely to take a different stance on North Korea to his predecessor, confronting 
its leader Kim Jong-Un rather than seeking to engage directly with him. He is, however, likely 
to tread carefully: no-one in the US or elsewhere has found a satisfactory way of dealing with 
this recalcitrant nuclear state. 
 
Relationships with South Korea will probably be deepened as will those with Japan, Australia 
and Indonesia and we may well see an increased US Navy presence in the Pacific, again as 
a deterrent to China. 
 
Closer to Biden’s doorstep is Latin America. The Trump administration designated Cuba a 
state sponsor of terrorism, complicating any efforts by the Biden administration to repair 
relations, but the new President will probably attempt to do so. 
 
Ties to Colombia and Panama are also likely to be strengthened and sanctions may be 
increased on the Maduro regime in Venezuela, where relationships are under strain. 
 
Oil on troubled waters 
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The Middle East has long been an area of contention and a focus for US foreign policy. At 
the centre will be relations with Iran. Expectations that Biden will re-enter the nuclear deal 
abandoned by the Trump administration may not be met. 
 
The interests of other countries in this will have to be considered – the UK, France and 
Germany are also signatories to the agreement – and other Arab states and Israel will be 
sensitive to sanctions lifting. It is possible the old deal may not be revived, but a new one 
forged instead. 
 
The United States is a traditional ally of Israel and this is likely to continue. Trump’s 
controversial decision to relocate the US embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, for instance, 
is likely to stand. However, there will probably be greater attention paid to the Palestinians 
and perhaps less to oil-rich Saudi Arabia. 
 
What about Russia? Trump’s affection for its President Vladimir Putin is unlikely to be 
replicated and a tougher stance is expected from Biden. Putin may well seek relief from 
sanctions from the new US administration: whether he receives this is likely to depend on 
evidence that he is softening his hard-line interventionist tendencies in places like Ukraine 
and preventing cyber-attacks. 
 
Building bridges with Europe 
 
Europe is set to be a priority, with Biden keen to rebuild relations damaged during the Trump 
area. The transatlantic alliance has been a priority for the better part of a century and stiff 
efforts are likely to be made to mend fences and rebuild the lukewarm relationship that was a 
hallmark of the previous administration. 
 
Biden is a believer in the EU and is likely to seek out Paris and Berlin as well as Brussels. In 
the past, the UK would have taken a leading role in Europe-US relations, but its importance 
has declined since Brexit and the much-vaunted special relationship may no longer turn out 
to be quite so special. 
 
An interesting relationship to watch will be the one with Ireland. Biden’s relatives come from 
there, he regularly visits, and he regards the country with great affection. The Dublin 
government is known for its skills at soft diplomacy and, in the new world order, the Irish may 
find themselves punching above their weight. 
 
These are early days and of course we can only speculate about what will happen. Foreign 
policy has a habit of being overtaken by events. But we can certainly expect to see a more 
global and more thoughtful America – optimistic, open and keen to once again play its part 
on the world stage. 
 
There is a huge amount for Biden to do. His predecessor John F. Kennedy famously said in 
his inaugural address that the work of a presidency might not be finished in the lifetime of the 
planet. But as he also put it: “Let us begin.” 
 


